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The appointment of Fernando Saenz as the new archbishop of San Salvador received a mixed
reaction from both church and political sectors. Pope John Paul II appointed the conservative
Saenz on April 22 to replace Arturo Rivera y Damas, who died last November. The 63-year
old Saenz is from Spain but became a naturalized Salvadoran citizen in 1966. He is at present
auxiliary bishop of Santa Ana and apostolic administrator of the military diocese of San Salvador.
He will be installed on May 13. Saenz is the founder in El Salvador of Opus Dei, a worldwide
conservative Roman Catholic movement first organized in Spain in 1928. Opus Dei enjoys strong
Vatican support and increasing numbers of Latin American prelates belong to the organization.
Rene Figueroa, a congressman from the governing conservative Nationalist Republican Alliance
(Alianza Republicana Nacionalista ARENA), said in an obvious reference to the new archbishop's
predecessors, "We have had enough of the pulpit being used as a political platform. Some prelates
of the church did that and devoted themselves to confrontation when their mission is to work
toward reconciliation."
President Armando Calderon Sol, referring to the skeptical response by the left to Saenz's
appointment, said he was sorry "that there is no respect for the practices of the church." While
government officials and ARENA party members effusively praised the Saenz appointment,
comment from the left generally stressed a concern that the appointment of a conservative
archbishop would break a 50-year church "tradition" of championing the poor of El Salvador.
Eugenio Chicas, of the party formed by the ex-guerrilla group Farabundo Marti para la Liberacion
Nacional (FMLN), said he would give Saenz the benefit of the doubt and noted that Oscar Arnulfo
Romero was also a conservative when he was named archbishop but later "played an extraordinary
role in benefiting the neediest." Romero was assassinated in 1980, after speaking out against military
repression. The UN Truth Commission named ARENA founder Roberto D'Aubuisson as the
intellectual author of Romero's assassination.
The vice rector of the Jesuit-run Universidad Centroamericana, Rodolfo Cardenal, said Saenz
"comes from a circle that has not been known for its defense of life and of the poor." Gregorio Rosa
Chavez, who took over as administrator of the diocese of San Salvador after Rivera y Damas's death,
will remain as auxiliary bishop of San Salvador. Rosa Chavez said he had formed no opinion of
Saenz, but added that defense of the poor "is not negotiable...and if one does not do it one is not a
Christian."
In his first public statements after hearing of his appointment, Saenz associated himself with that
tradition of ministering to the poor, saying that the important thing was "to work efficiently to
eradicate poverty." But, at the same time, he criticized liberation theology, a theological perspective
associated with his predecessors. "The poorly named liberation theology that has been introduced
in our environment," Saenz said, "is a Marxist re-reading of the gospel with a tendency toward
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violence, which no longer has a place in El Salvador." Politics, he said, should remain in the hands
of lay people. As archbishop, he said his homilies will be evangelical, not political, although in
a television address on April 25 he was careful to say he had no criticism of the political work of
his predecessors. As for himself, he said, "I do not have the right to give authority to my personal
opinions about political things by using the microphone of the church." (Sources: Latinamerica
Press, 03/25/93; Associated Press, 04/23/95, 04/24/95; United Press International, 04/22/95, 04/23/95
04/25/95)
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